The fortunes and attitudes of the Gibbon family Edward Gibbon (figure 1) was born in 1737 and his infancy was passed in the years of Sir Robert Walpole's decline, which Gibbon's father and grand father were pleased to see, because their business misfortunes, especially with Spain, had occurred without any protection or restitution from Walpole's gov ernments. Recently I have described1 several pamphlets written by Benjamin Robins, F.R.S., in the years 1739-42, and have discussed their political back ground.2 One theme in the pamphlets was the bitterness engendered by Spain not making restitution to English merchants for damage to certain commercial operations in Spain and its American colonies.
An example of an English businessman suffering such misfortunes appears in Gibbon's Memoirs of my Life. On page 53 Gibbon tells us that his grandfa ther 'at a mature age, erected the edifice of a new fortune ... A large stock of money was vested in the funds and in trade; and his warehouses at Cadiz were replenished with naval stores for which he had contracted to supply the Court of Madrid'. (The word 'new' in this quotation recalls the collapse of the South Sea Company in about 1720, of which Gibbon's grandfather was a director and thus, with others, held responsible for it. A parliamentary inquiry in 1721 had found 'a scene of iniquity and corruption' and in consequence required confis cation of owners' estates, leaving them with only about 10% of their fortunes. ) Gibbon records (page 59) that on his grandfather's death, four months before his own birth, his father inherited a considerable estate. But there were snags:
The prospect of Spanish gold from our naval contract with the Court of Madrid was suddenly overclouded about three years after my grandfather's decease. The public faith had been pledged for the security of the English merchants: their effects were seized (in 1740), on the first hostilities between the two nations. After the return of peace (in 1748 and 1763) the contractors or their representa tives demanded the restitution of their property with a large claim of damages and interest. But the Catholic Kings absolved themselves from the engagements of their predecessors: the helpless strangers were referred by the ministers to the judges, and from the judges to the ministers, and this antiquated debt has melted away in oblivion and despair. Gibbon's father, popularly supposed to be well-connected with the Tories in 1734, '... eagerly joined in the great opposition which, after a seven years chase, hunted down Sir Robert Walpole; and in pursuit of [that] unpopular min ister, he gratified a private revenge against the oppressor of his family in the South Sea persecution'.
The limits on Gibbon's interest in science -and crafts
In Gibbon s Memoirs of my Life I find only a few significant references to science and mathematics.
On page 65, discussing his own early years of education, Gibbon remarks that: Figure 2 . George Grote.
The science of numbers ... may be esteemed the best scale to measure the degrees of the human understanding: a child or a peasant performs with ease and assur ance the first four rules of arithmetic; the profound mysteries of algebra are reserved for the disciples of Newton and Bernoulli ... In my childhood I was praised for the readiness with which I could multiply and divide by memory alone, two sums of several figures: such praise encouraged my growing talent; and had I persevered in this line of application, I might have acquired some fame in mathematical studies.
It occasions mild surprise that Gibbon should think elementary arithmetical achievements could be extrapolated to predict adult fame. The only other two references to mathematics come from page 91 and page 101. In the first he remarks, apropos of Henri Bayle's reconversion from Catholicism, that the study of physics convinced him of the impossibility of Transubstantiation. In the second reference he tells us that he 'attended private lectures' (at his father's request), to learn 'the elements of algebra and geom etry as far as the conic sections' but failed to be enthused, finally 'relinquish ing for ever the pursuit of mathematics'.
On page 187 Gibbon remarks that he received five volumes of Chemical Essays from a friend and author, and says 'it is a great pity' that the science of chemistry is not yet 'reduced to a fixity'! We also learn (page 166) that Gibbon indulged his curiosity by attending 'a course of anatomy which was demon strated by Dr Hunter'. It later transpires that he crossed swords with Dr Priestley.
The engineer may take some pride in the origins and concept of our presentday, worldwide universitas, for as craftsman it reveals him as archet university system. An 'academic' is usually regarded as a detached, unworld ly, unpractical person, but as Gibbon's arresting words mechanic corporation imply, matters were originally quite otherwise. On page 80 he writes:
The use of academical degrees, as old as the 13th century, is visibly borrowed from the mechanic corporations in which an apprentice, after serving his time, obtains a testimonial of his skill, and a licence to practise his trade and mystery ... I should applaud the institution [of the university], if the degrees of bachelor or licentiate were bestowed as a reward for manly and successful study ... , originally) have not thought to compare it with The History of Greece5 by George Grote (figure 2), whom it is possible to see in some sense as Gibbon's successor. Edward Gibbon was a totally dedi cated, life-long author and scholar who inherited wealth enough to support himself, writing for the whole of his life in England and France. As he himself remarked, he had too little to support a life of excess and dissipation, and too much to qualify for deprivation. Certainly he was always able to afford to buy books of quality. Grote, a more prosaic individual than Gibbon, of German ancestry, did not even have the possibility of neglectful education at Oxford. A forceful father compelled Grote to become a clerk in the family bank at the age of 16. Fortunately, he had had a good grounding in languages at Charterhouse so that he was able to teach and improve himself, in hours outside his work at the bank, in the linguistic and historical tools of 'the trade' he followed in mature adulthood. And despite such dedication he still had time and spirit enough to become involved in liberal politics. Grote, with an always helpful wife behind him, retired in 1841, visited Italy in 1842 and produced the first two volumes of what was to be his magnum opus in the same year. He then devoted himself to completing the writing of his History, publishing ten more volumes between 1847 and 1856.
What did George Grote do to merit election to the Royal Society in 1857? He helped to establish a religion-independent University College in 1828, and London University itself ten years later. Courses in the physical sciences were offered and of these he was a great advocate; later, notably, women for the first time were able to take London University examinations. Grote became the Vice-Chancellor of London University in 1862 and President in 1868. He was made a trustee of the British Museum in 1859 and helped develop a department of natural sciences and antiquities. His election as F.R.S. is not too surprising in view of his support of science as a university administrator; also, of course, he was advantaged in that he was well acquainted with men of influence and standing. However, science is conspicuously absent in the citation for Grote, where he is described as 'the author of a History of Greece in 12 volumesDistinguished for his acquaintance with Ancient Literature and Philosophy. Eminent as a Historian'. Among the 13 signatories of the certificate was T.B. Macaulay, another historian F.R.S.
Grote was a man of very fine character, and he refused a peerage; perhaps this made it easier for him to accept election to the Society, even though his attachment to science was somewhat tenuous. In contrast, a scientist-engineer such as James Nasmyth,6,7 inventor of the steam hammer and much else, and discoverer of turbulence in sunspots, attracted no invitation to Fellowship of the Royal Society. However, Nasmyth was a northerner and a businessman, and the Society (even after the 'reforms' of the 1830s) had not abandoned its tradition of electing London-based men of literary tastes: Grote would have been -and was -more electable.
